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Last Sunday night our youth group’s discussion centered on prayer. I was told that in small groups they asked the question: "How do you pray?" It’s a great question for all of us to discuss. How we pray takes us into a personal, private dimension of our life, and we don’t usually talk too much about it.
In recent years we’ve seen various persons who have been trained as "spiritual directors." The job of a spiritual director is to help us talk about these concerns: "What helps us to pray? What obstacles are standing in the way of our prayer? How do we pray?" Maybe it’s time for us to be spiritual directors, spiritual friends, for each other.
We might say prayer is simply talking to God, telling God what’s on our mind and heart. It’s important to talk to God; but even this week I heard someone say that God already knows what’s on our mind and heart before we speak it. Yet we still feel a need to speak our prayers, for our own cleansing and clarity. At other times our prayer is wordless, being still with God, being with God, wasting time with God.
Why do we spend time with God? Why do we utter words in prayer? Why do we sit in silence with God? This week I brought that question to the Ephesians 2 text, which has been given to us for this day. Why do we pray? Listen: "You were dead in your sins---- disobedient…children of wrath. But God, who is rich in mercy, out of … great love, made us alive together with Christ…..By grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God."
We pray in response to the gift of God: "Thank you, God. Thank you for life, mercy, courage, healing. Thank you for saving us from ourselves, from our own worst tendencies." Most of us here would say that we have already been saved by God. We did not save ourselves; this is God’s doing. Our job is to accept the gift, to receive the forgiveness, to internalize the mercy. When we make a profession of faith, we are accepting the gift. We are acknowledging that God has saved us from our sin, from the negative forces that cling to us. 
During Lent we make intentional efforts to move closer to God, to deepen our walk with God. In a conference with Thomas Merton, one person asked him "How can we help people attain union with God?" Merton responded, "We must tell them that they are already united with God. Contemplative prayer is nothing other than the coming into consciousness [awareness] of what is already there." (from Wm. Shannon, SILENCE ON FIRE, p. 22)
We already have God’s gift. If we could ever grasp this good news—if we could only be convicted, persuaded, transformed by this news! We are already united with God! If we could live into this reality, we would probably rise from our lethargy and shout our thanks from the rooftops. When we are overtaken by God’s amazing grace, it’s enough to make us shout or whisper or slide into grateful silence. Rabbi Abraham Heschel writes, "Prayer is our humble answer to the inconceivable surprise of living….Amidst the meditation of mountains, the humility of flowers…we feel ashamed of our clashes and complaints…It is so embarrassing to live!…Only one response can maintain us: gratefulness for witnessing the wonder…" (Heschel, QUEST FOR GOD, p. 5)
Life is filled with moments of sunlight—when First Light breaks through after a dark night in our life, when the sun breaks through after a cloudy day in our life. And if we’re awake, we notice that the sunlight keeps coming—again and again. There are times we notice it, and there are times we miss it. Our job is to show up and notice! Our job is to cease flattening our life, and to see the wonder all around us. As Rabbi Heschel said, "I did not ask for success; I asked for wonder. And God gave it to me." (Heschel, I ASKED FOR WONDER, p. vii) So many of us have asked for success and pursued it when our real need is for wonder.
But when we become aware of the gift of God, our wonder gets stirred. And after wonder comes gratitude. Prayer is the movement from wonder to gratitude. In my own feeble attempts at prayer, I keep hearing a Voice say, "Stop. Stay with me---in this moment." When we see the sunlight break through, we are summoned to stop and linger. Listen to Welsh poet and Anglican priest R.S. Thomas ("The Bright Field"):
I have seen the sun break through 
to illumine a small field
for a while, and gone my way
and forgotten it. But that was the pearl
of great price, the one field that had
the treasure in it. I realize now 
that I must give all that I have
to possess it. Life is not hurrying
on to a receding future, not hankering after
an imagined past. It is the turning
aside like Moses to the miracle
of the lit bush, to a brightness
that seemed as transitory as your youth
once, but is that eternity that awaits you.
 
That’s why we say the main thing about worship, about prayer, is to show up. We show up here to give thanks for the wonder of it all. Show up to bask in the wonder! Show up to bask in God, that we are united with God, we are in God! We have what we already need. Our job is to receive it and give thanks!
In essence, this is what happens when we come to the Lord’s Table. In the morsel of bread and the taste of wine, we have the chance to receive the wonder again, to reach out in gratefulness.
"For God, who is rich in mercy, out of …great love for us, has made us alive together with Christ….by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God." (Ephesians 2:4-5,8)
Amen.
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